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Posted on Sun, Feb. 22, 2004  

Reports of rapes vex city, air base 
 
By Jack Douglas Jr. 
 
Star-Telegram Staff Writer 
 
WICHITA FALLS - Women in uniform aren't talking. 
Nervous city officials are declining to comment. 
And the military is being careful what it discloses amid questions about how Sheppard Air Force 
Base is dealing with young women who remained silent after being attacked by fellow soldiers. 
The uneasiness has been triggered by reports that as many as 25 women from Sheppard were 
raped between September 2002 and August 2003 and that their attackers were soldiers from the 
base. 
"I'm sure no community, Wichita Falls included, wants to expose that underbelly of what 
happens. And the fact is, sexual assaults are part of every community, including Wichita Falls 
and Sheppard Air Force Base, and nobody wants to embrace that," said Laura Grimsinger, a 
former director of First Step, a rape-crisis clinic in Wichita Falls. 
U.S. Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, R-Texas, called for a full investigation of how the attacks were 
handled, "with full emphasis on how commanders concluded each of these cases to the 
satisfaction of both the Air Force and the alleged victims." 
In a letter to James Roche, secretary of the Air Force, Hutchison said, "It is particularly 
important the women on the base be able to anonymously give ... an assessment of the situation." 
A review panel spent last week interviewing officers and young recruits at Sheppard in an 
attempt to assess the "climate" in which sexual-assault victims seek help, according to the 
military. 
The 22-member panel is "examining the effectiveness of all plans, programs, policies and 
procedures in place ... to prevent sexual assaults," said David Smith, a civilian spokesman for the 
military. 
The panel is also working to "ensure swift and appropriate actions are taken when sexual assaults 
are reported or discovered," Smith said. 
Base supervisors did not always do enough to help rape victims or to pursue their attackers, 
according to a report by The Denver Post. 
Major Manning Brown, a spokesman for Sheppard, said that from 1993 to 2003, 42 men at the 
base were disciplined as sexual predators, receiving either a court-martial or a "nonjudicial 
punishment," which can be as light as a cut in salary. 
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Brown declined to say how many were court-martialed and how many received lesser penalties. 
Nor would he elaborate on how the base determined the severity of the punishments, other than 
to say, "The situations and circumstances are certainly a factor." 
Grimsinger said many of the rape victims she saw from Sheppard did not believe that their 
attackers were punished severely enough. 
"Knowing that your offender just got a reduction in pay, that hurts ... that truly minimizes the 
attack," said Grimsinger, who was clinic director from 1987 to 2002. 
Hutchison had a similar reaction to how Sheppard's command staff reportedly handled rape 
cases. 
"I am deeply concerned," Hutchison wrote in her letter to Roche. "I feel the situation at Sheppard 
could rival that of the Air Force Academy [in Colorado Springs, Colo.] -- where the military's 
mishandling of sexual assault complaints was exposed last year." 
Even as the military conducted its investigation last week, there was more bad news. 
Staff Sgt. Edmund Ehring, a fighter-pilot instructor who had been charged last month with 
sexually assaulting a 12-year-old girl, was found dead in his base dormitory early Tuesday. 
"There's nothing to indicate any relation" between the ongoing military review and Ehring's 
death, said Brown, the base spokesman. The death is being investigated as a suicide. 
Established in 1941, Sheppard is a sprawling, 5,500-acre training facility with more than 6,000 
student recruits, most of whom are 18 to 24 years old. The recruits train to become technical-
maintenance experts and are deemed "combat ready" after a few months at most. 
Sheppard is also home to the elite Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot Training Unit, where 450 students 
from the United States and 12 other countries study for a year before, as a Wichita Falls tourist 
guide puts it, becoming the "cream of the crop" of fighter pilots. 
Civic leaders in Wichita Falls, a city accustomed to economic droughts and stinging dust storms, 
are highly protective of Sheppard, which pumps an estimated $700 million into the local 
economy each year. 
"There's hundreds of projects that the community and Sheppard Air Force Base work together on 
that would demonstrate the close relationship that we have," said Tim Chase, president of the 
Wichita Falls Board of Commerce & Industry, an economic-development group. 
Area politicians, city officials and even the local newspaper, the Times Record News, have 
rallied around Sheppard in the wake of suspicions that the base may have, at times, allowed 
seemingly promising soldiers to walk free after being exposed as sexual predators. 
When it comes to discussions about sexual assaults, a code of silence also prevails among the 
women in uniform at Sheppard. "We can't talk to any media," said one female soldier, waving 
off a reporter as she ate at a restaurant near the front gates of the base. 
And at Tobys, a popular club for the military, an employee said a female friend who works at the 
base told him that if she talked publicly about the ongoing investigation, she could "go to jail." 
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Xochitl Pruitt, program director at First Step, said she understands the local support for Sheppard 
and the reluctance to talk about something as disturbing as rape. 
But silence should not come at the expense of assault victims who need help and encouragement 
to heal, Pruitt said. 
"Sexual assault is a problem. And society as a whole tries to minimize it. That's a problem," she 
said. 
At Sheppard, male cadets outnumber female cadets five to one, according to base officials. 
In a recent 12-month period, 20 to 25 women went to First Step and said they had been raped or 
gang raped by men from the base, according to Pruitt and Monná Kline, interim director of the 
clinic. 
Most of the attacks, they said, occurred off base, and most of the suspects were classmates of 
their victims. 
Pruitt and Kline said the women, because of shame or because they thought they had violated 
rules, were reluctant to report their attacks to Sheppard officials. 
That and First Step's vow to keep the cases confidential make it difficult for Sheppard to address 
the problem, Kline said. 
"I believe that if they know about them, they will do everything in their power" to help, Kline 
said of Sheppard officials. "But if they don't know about them, they can't fix the problem." 
The counseling clinic's former director, Grimsinger, is a mild-mannered woman with a friendly 
smile. She appears uneasy in her role as one of the few people to publicly question Sheppard's 
handling of sexual-assault cases. 
She is also quick to praise First Step's continuing work to help rape victims. 
And she said she feels guilty for possibly not being aggressive enough during her tenure there to 
find out why Sheppard cadets were so afraid to report the sexual attacks to military officials. 
Now counseling elementary students in the small town of Electra, near Wichita Falls, Grimsinger 
said she is still haunted by the frightened looks on the women's faces. 
"The victims were very mindful that what they said was not confidential, that it would follow 
them forever in their military career," she said. 
"Whether they were victims of domestic violence or victims of sexual assault, that's how they 
felt. They didn't feel like they had the freedom to seek out help [at Sheppard]. 
"They didn't feel like they had support," Grimsinger said. "And in some instances, they felt 
punished." 
A woman from Sheppard who walked into First Step in 2000 sticks in Grimsinger's mind. 
The woman told base commanders that she had been raped by a man in her squadron. The man 
was not removed from the squadron, however, Grimsinger said. 
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"For her, they absolutely minimized her assault. ... They didn't move the guy. She had to face 
him every day. And that was excruciating," Grimsinger said. 
Adding insult to injury, Sheppard officials offered to move the victim from the squadron and told 
her to seek counseling at First Step, then called the clinic to make sure she was following orders, 
Grimsinger said. 
"That particular individual just decided to drop out of the Air Force altogether," she said. "It was 
just too much." 
Sheppard Air Force Base 
• The base, completed in October 1941, was initially named Sheppard Field after U.S. Sen. John 
Morris Sheppard of Texas, who had died six months earlier. 
• The base population is 28,500, including training cadets, officers and support staff. Most of the 
students are taught to be combat-ready technicians, specializing in such fields as aircraft 
maintenance, ground transportation, communications and health-care assistance. 
• Sheppard is the host base for the elite Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot Training Unit, with cadets 
from the United States and 12 other countries. 
• The base brings an estimated $700 million to the Wichita Falls economy each year. 
• The base occupies on 5,500 square acres north of Wichita Falls. 
SOURCES: The Handbook of Texas Online, Sheppard Air Force Base, Wichita Falls Board of 
Commerce & Industry 
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Sheppard's BRAC chances still look good  
Sex assault allegations should have no bearing on base's future  
By Lee B. WeaverTimes Record News 
February 20, 2004  
The Pentagon's 2005 BRAC criteria for military bases:  
--The current and future capabilities and the impact on operational readiness of the Department 
of Defense's total force.  
--The availability and condition of land, facilities and associated airspace at both existing and 
potential receiving locations.  
--The availability to accommodate contingency, mobilization and future total force requirements 
at both existing and potential receiving locations to support operations and training.  
--The cost of operations and the manpower implications.  
--The extent and timing of potential costs and savings, including the number of years, beginning 
with the date of completion of the closure or realignment, for the savings to exceed the costs.  
--The economic impact on existing communities in the vicinity of military installations.  
--The availability of both existing and potential receiving communities infrastructure to support 
forces, missions and personnel.  
--The environmental impact and costs of potential environmental restorations, waste 
management and environmental compliance.  
--The ongoing investigation into sexual assaults at Sheppard Air Force Base should do no harm 
to the Pentagon's future plans for the base.  
Officials rejected the notion that the allegations or the inquiry into Sheppard's systems for 
dealing with rapes and rape victims - would negatively affect the next round of Base 
Realignment and Closure hearings.  
Tim Chase, president of the Board of Commerce & Industry and a member of the Board of 
Commerce & Industry's Military Advisory Committee, said the BRAC review focuses on 
specific things.  
"The criteria for BRAC are very clearly written, and they center around military value," Chase 
said. "I don't see how the current situation at Sheppard could have an impact on the future 
military value of the installation."  
State Sen. Craig Estes, vice chairman of the Senate's Veterans Affairs and Military Installations 
committee echoed that sentiment.  
"I do not expect the investigation ... will have any impact on the BRAC process," Estes said.  
Estes gave Sheppard's command a vote of confidence.  
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"I have full confidence in Gen. Rooney and his staff to make sure the policies and procedures are 
in place to address this issue," Estes said.  
At the national level, Pentagon spokesman Glenn Flood said that the allegations "have no 
bearing one way or the other" on the BRAC process.  
"I don't know how you could make that leap," Flood said. "The criteria (the eight official 
measures for base closure) is there, and there are all kinds of questions that are part of the data 
calls," that will be used to judge each base, but statistics on rapes at each base are not among 
them, he said.  
Paul Hirsch, a military base lobbyist who served as a staff director for the 1991 base closure 
commission, also said the recent allegations shouldn't weigh in on the process.  
"From my experience of being senior staff on the BRAC commission, those kinds of things don't 
really weigh into the criteria the bases are judged against," Hirsch said.  
Hirsch said that the 1991 BRAC process concerned itself only slightly with crime reports, 
assigning only one or two of 2,000 possible "data points" to the subject.  
Staff writer Lee B. Weaver can be reached at (940) 763-7548 or with e-mail at 
weaverl(at)timesrecordnews.com.  
Scripps Washington Bureau reporter Tara Copp contributed to this story. 
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Fort Sill may gain from base closures 

George Moses doesn’t put much credence on circulating lists that purport to announce which 
military installations will be affected by the latest round of base closures, but his personal 
opinion is that Fort Sill has a better chance of gaining from the process than from losing. 

Moses, the Lawton representative on the Oklahoma Strategic Military Planning Commission, 
said the military services are just beginning to start the process of deciding where to base 
their future forces, which haven’t been determined yet. 

Moses told the Southwest Oklahoma Chapter of the Military Officers Association of America 
Thursday that Fort Sill supporters think they know what the Army will be looking for when it 
comes time to realign forces, but the Office of the Secretary of Defense is keeping mum 
about the future. 

"That’s the wild card in this whole thing," he said. 

"Mr. (Defense Secretary Donald) Rumsfeld has locked down the OSD staff." 

The Defense staff, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, will play a more important role in the 
process than in earlier rounds. The Joint Chiefs, for example, are taking a strong role both 
in setting requirements and priorities. 

"Decision authority is migrating up the chain," Moses said. 

The also is a question of how the military — active-duty, National Guard and Reserve — will 
support homeland security and the infrastructure that will be needed for that mission. 

Part of this round of the process will include cross-service studies of common activities — 
such as flight training — to determine where efficiencies can be implemented. 

Moses said he’s seen lists that purport to be service recommendations for closure and 
realignment, but he’s skeptical. 

His own analysis of Fort Sill’s future is that the chance of closure is low and there is a 
slightly better chance for a long-term decrease in population and missions; but he thinks 
the odds are much better than the process will be to the post’s benefit, although there may 
be bumps along the road. 

"There will be some bad news come along before we hear the good news," he said. 
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Moses said there are great opportunities for joint training with Fort Sill, Vance Air Force 
Base, Altus Air Force Base and Sheppard Air Force Base, and the combination of Altus Air 
Force Base, Fort Sill and the Lawton-Fort Sill Regional Airport provide a good platform from 
which to project American force around the world. 

"Stay tuned," he said. "We’ve just begun, and we’re in for a long haul." 
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Sheppard AFB sergeant found dead  

Flight trainer faced sex-assault charges  

By Miles Moffeit  
Denver Post Staff Writer  

 A fighter-pilot instructor at Sheppard Air Force Base who faced sexual-assault charges 
was found dead at the Texas installation Tuesday, one day after an investigative team 
arrived to examine how commanders have responded to a series of reported rapes.  

Although Sheppard officials declined to divulge details about Staff Sgt. Edmund Ehring's 
death, his attorney says she believes it is being investigated as a suicide. 

An Air Force spokesman declined to say whether the 35-year- old Ehring, who faced 
allegations he had assaulted a 12-year-old girl in his home off base, had been interviewed 
by members of the Air Force investigative panel, saying "there was no connection" with the 
panel's work. 

"His death is being investigated, and we won't be able to release any information until the 
coroner's report is released" after several days, said Maj. Manning Brown, a Sheppard 
spokesman. 

Brig. Gen. Arthur Rooney Jr., who heads the bulk of training operations at Sheppard, 
released a statement saying, "The loss of any airman is felt by every member at Team 
Sheppard. Our prayers and thoughts are with the family of Staff Sgt. Ehring." 

 

Ehring, a member of the 365th Training Squadron, was found in a dormitory room on the 
base. He was facing aggravated sexual-assault charges, said Dorie Glickman, a Wichita Falls 
lawyer who represented him. He had been released from jail on bond, she said. 

The Air Force's largest training base, near Wichita Falls, is under intense scrutiny by 
Congress after The Denver Post reported Feb. 11 that First Step Inc., a local rape- crisis 
center, had handled more than two dozen sexual-assault reports in a year's span involving 
women stationed at Sheppard, most of them trainees. Five of those cases were gang rapes, 
according to First Step. 

Following the report, the Air Force, acting on a request from Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, R-
Texas, sent a "review team" of more than 15 Air Force personnel to examine how the base 
addresses sexual-assault reports. 

Glickman wants a thorough investigation into Ehring's death. 
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"The last time I talked with him was early last week," Glickman said. "I don't know whether 
he met with the Air Force investigators. His case was still under investigation by police with 
Wichita Falls. He said his command was very concerned in general about how he was taking 
the stress." 
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Communications officers’ training receives update 
 
By  
Times staff writer  
 
The training pipeline for Air Force communications officers is being upgraded.  

The changes shorten courses new communications lieutenants attend at Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The changes 
also allow students to focus on skills needed for their first assignments.  

The Keesler curriculum begins in March with 64 new students. By the end of the year, about 455 students will have 
taken the introductory course, said Maj. Richard Ess, a communications officer and director of operations for the 
333rd Training Squadron at Keesler.  

The training changes are the result of officers needing to keep up with the latest technology they’ll use and the need 
for communications services at deployed bases, Ess said.  

Air Force leaders consistently cite enlisted and commissioned communications airmen as among the combat-support 
troops who should expect a high-deployment rate. Ess spent four months in Iraq last summer.  

Overall, the service has about 4,450 communications officers, making the career field among the largest of the 
service’s nonflying specialties.  

The major said the course structure has undergone few changes since he entered the career field in the mid-1980s.  

With the old system, a new communications officer would spend about 13 weeks at Keesler attending Basic 
Communications Officer Training.  

Then the officer went to his first assignment. The officer didn’t return to Keesler until about a decade later to attend 
the Advanced Communications Officer Course.  

The rapid changes in technology and the duties communications officers handle made that 10-year gap too long, Ess 
said.  

Ten years ago the Internet wasn’t widely used, and most officers grew up without computers in their homes or 
schools.  

Today, military versions of the Internet relay everything from targeting information to pay data.  

“If a network goes down, you can’t do anything,” Ess said.  

Under the updated class schedule, new students will attend a five-week version of the basic course called 
Expeditionary Communications Officer Training.  

Immediately after that, students will attend specialized courses focusing on the skills needed for their initial 
postings. Several courses will be offered, lasting one to five weeks. The courses will cover areas such as networking 
and electrical engineering.  

Two to three years later, when a communications officer completes his first tour, he’ll return to Keesler for another 
specialized course to help him get up to speed on skills he’ll need for an upcoming assignment.  

At about the 10-year mark, officers will come back to Keesler for a new version of the advanced course called the 
Communications Battlespace Management Course. The new three-week course will focus on what the officer needs 
to know to be a successful squadron-level commander, Ess said.  
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The communications officer school also is upgrading its facilities, at a cost of about $45,000, for each of six 
classrooms, Ess said.  

Instead of having students watch PowerPoint presentations on how to perform tasks, the school will emphasize more 
hands-on training, Ess said.  

Money for the classroom improvements are coming from the major commands, Ess said.  
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